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depravity. A discouraging account of prospects in the house-painting
trade in 1747 illustrates this:
There are a vast number of hands that follow this branch, as it may be
learnt in a month, as well as in seven years: plaisterers, whitewashes, and
everybody that can handle a brush now set up for house-painters.... There
is not bread for one-third of them; and at all times in the City of London and
suburbs, they are idle at least four or five months in the year. Their work
begins in April or May, and continues till the return of the company to town
in winter, when many of them are out of business. When they are employed
they have in the longest days, half a crown, and some good hands three
shillings, and in the shortest, two shillings a day, which, considering die time
they are idle, is but a poor and precarious bread.... The journeymen of this
branch are the dirtiest, laziest, and most debauched set of fellows in and
about London.3
There were few trades which did not depend directly or indirectly on
shipping or export, on building, or on the demands of the quality. The
dead season was a serious thing when the world of fashion deserted
London for four or five months at least, and the middle-class demand
was comparatively undeveloped. The tailors for instance, in 1747, were
said to be 'as numerous as locusts, out of business three or four months
of the year, and generally as poor as rats'.4 In 1834, Francis Place
accounts for the fact that the wages of the London artisan had hardly
fallen from the highest level reached during the war, by the seasonal
character of London trades. 'In every London trade' — he has deleted
the qualifying* almost * - * there is at least one period of the year when
it is brisk, and another when it is slack; fluctuations at these times in the
demand for labour are very great.'5
The reactions of these fluctuations in employment upon the little
shopkeepers of London can be imagined. Under their influence even
schoolmastering in its lower grades became a seasonal - and very un-
certain — occupation. In many private-venture schools in London
assistants were taken on to deal with a sudden influx of children (who
paid perhaps threepence a week), and were dismissed as the pupils fell
off, owing to the unemployment of their parents.6
It was a result of this state of things that earnings in London were
often high, but nearly always uncertain, and this irregularity led to
many other evils. The generally accepted point of view was that higjh

